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TO ONE WHO FEARS THAT HE HAS LOST HIS BIBLE. 



By Professor W. Douglas Mackenzie, 
Chicago Theological Seminary. 



When you say that you fear you have lost your Bible, I respect and 
sympathize with you. There are men to be found who will take the 
matter somewhat easily, and a few who even profess a sense of relief 
as from an incubus upon their hearts. Of course, they cannot be men 
to whom the Bible ever did mean very much. Those who have known 
and valued this book because they value the hopes and ideals which it 
has conveyed to myriads of the noblest and ablest of our fellow-men, do 
not part from their faith without bitter pangs. The late George J. 
Romanes, that most pure and candid spirit, most keen and vigorous 
intellect, has told us of the actual distress which it cost him to lose his 
Christian faith. A large number of educated people of our day have gone 
through something of this experience, as they journeyed from faith on 
to a higher faith across the Sahara desert of doubt and perplexity. If, 
then, you are in the midst of that lone journey, with its quenchless 
thirst and its pursuit of many a mirage which the soul so quickly finds 
to contain no water of life, my heart is with you. 

Probably it is safe to surmise that your loss of the Bible is accounted 
for by the process of minute critical dissection to which it has been 
submitted in our day ; or, still more explicitly perhaps, to the vague 
feeling that it has been proved to be just one of the many sacred books 
which all reflect the religious aspirations and convictions of their 
authors, or the periods in which they came to be written. With regard 
to the latter form of difficulty, I will just say, in a word, that no man 
who believes that the religious history of man as a whole occupies a 
place of essential importance in the development of the race will be 
disposed to believe that religion is all error and superstition, or that 
the religious attitude of man's mind is a mere incident in the career of 
the race. But one who holds this position will naturally go farther 
and believe that somehow and somewhen religious truth will become 
clear to the human race, and that very probably in some literature the 
discovery will be set forth and preserved for future generations. This 
is what the more enlightened students of Christianity, in comparison 
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with other religions, nowadays generally believe. The fact that other 
peoples cherished ideas of an incarnation, or an atonement, or a 
sacred book is no proof that the Christian faith concerning these mat- 
ters is not grounded in fact ; rather may it be urged that, if Christianity 
is the final religion, and if the religious spirit of mankind has always 
possessed some elements of truth, we must expect to find ideas which 
were dim in earlier religions elucidated and confirmed in Christianity 
and its Bible. 

But now, to turn to the other matter, which perhaps causes more 
direct trouble at present, namely, the apparent dissolving of the divine 
character of the Scriptures by the acid of criticism. Let me begin by 
recalling to your mind, and asking you to weigh the fact, which is 
already no doubt familiar to you, that the majority of even the 
" advanced " students of Scripture are believers in the Christian reli- 
gion and in the Bible as the word of God. Probably no man in the 
English-speaking world has exercised such influence over the develop- 
ment of critical opinion anaong us as the late Professor Robertson 
Smith. The extraordinary variety, and accuracy, and fulness of his 
scholarship gave his judgment peculiar authority. The frankness and 
terseness with which he reached and stated his conclusions startled 
the conservative world of British and American thought. But no man, 
even after his apparently free dealings with the literary history of the 
Scriptures, more profoundly reverenced them, or more earnestly sub- 
mitted his own soul to their spiritual authority. The same may be 
said of many others, whose names are familiar to us all and who, hap- 
pily, are among us still. Their position ought to convince anyone 
that, if he fears he has lost his Bible on account of some of the conclu- 
sions reached by higher criticism, this fear arises from the fact, either 
that he does not understand the Scriptures aright, or has missed the 
true relation of a scholarly investigation of their history to the believ- 
ing acceptance of their divine message. 

I believe that there are large numbers of men, intelligent enough 
to know what is going on in the scholarly world, not specialists enough 
to be masters of the situation, who ought at least, before they go far- 
ther, to grasp the real meaning of certain familiar terms which are on 
all our lips, in their relations to one another. I refer to such terms as 
inspiration, revelation, word of God, Holy Scripture, etc. And per- 
haps I can best help you to get rid of your fear by describing several of 
these terms, without which the whole question of the Bible and its 
place in the church cannot be fairly understood. 
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In the first place, we must see clearly that the word " revelation " 
applies properly and first of all, not to books or writings of any kind, 
but to those divine acts through which God made his nature and his 
will known to man. Revelation is said in the Scripture to have 
entered upon its historic development through Abraham. He had no 
writing, no Bible; but to him, somehow, God communicated his will. 
At a later stage we find that Moses arose, to whom, again, God gave 
a comprehension of himself which was far in advance of the light pos- 
sessed by any nation or tribe of his day. We speak of him as a 
prophet, because what he received from God he made known to his 
people, but the revelation proper consisted of the truth which, some- 
how or another, God communicated to his mind and conscience. And 
so on through the history of Israel prophet after prophet arises who 
speaks in the name of the living God and announces the " word of 
Jehovah." These announcements are revelations to others, which have 
been preceded by revelations to the individual soul of the prophet, 
made in various and perhaps inscrutable ways by the divine spirit. The 
result of these repeated acts of self-revelation by God, made even at 
long intervals over the course of many centuries, is this : that from 
the crude beginnings of divine revelation to Abraham we pass to the 
rich and the glorious vision of the supreme, and living, and holy, and 
faithful God depicted in the latest period of prophecy. Now, the 
Old Testament contains a body of literature which is partly the record, 
and partly the reflection in pious experience, of this long process of 
actual revelation. 

When we pass to the New Testament, we are again in the presence 
of a revelation, not by means of written words, but by means of acts, 
which are traced directly to the power and wisdom of God, and which 
are admittedly the most sublime which have ever been suggested to 
the minds of men. In these acts God carried to the highest stage 
conceivable his self-revelation through the sending of his Son, through 
the acts and words of that Son, through his self-sacrifice, and through 
the unspeakable wonder of the resurrection. To the apostles he gave, 
in continuation and completion of this revelation, the spirit of his Son, 
illuminating their minds to understand God's will in their own day, as 
he had illuminated the minds of the prophets in former times to under- 
stand his dealings with Israel. It is possible, therefore, for a man to 
describe the whole process of the founding of the Christian religion 
without once raising or even mentioning the problem as to the writing 
or inspiration of a Bible. 
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I say "the founding of the Christian religion," but not its propa- 
gation as a permanent force and universal religion in the human 
race. For this it would seem that scriptures were necessary. If, 
then, revelation first took place when in a great variety of ways 
the will and nature of God were disclosed to individuals, may there 
not be a sense in which inspiration can be api>lied to all those 
processes by which God secured the making of certain adequate 
records of his revelation and its influence, in order that future genera- 
tions might live in its light, and experience its power ? When we come 
to look closely at the Bible, we find ourselves unable to define the form 
of this inspiration on account of the exceedingly various literary forms 
which are employed for this purpose, and the very evident secular 
influences which were often at work in the minds of the authors and edi- 
tors who produced them. We have no evidence that God placed any 
writer in a position out of all relation to the habits and methods of 
other writers in his own generation. Indeed, it is one characteristic 
of the original process of revelation itself that God used as his instru- 
ments men who had many faults of disposition and character ; and if 
he used imperfect and oftentimes unhallowed institutions or customs 
for manifesting his will, it seems natural to suppose that, when it came 
to using literature for recording that manifestation, he would again, in 
his gracious condescension, employ the methods or the motives, how- 
ever unworthy in some cases they might be, which swayed the general 
authorship of those times. The main fact before us is this : that under 
the providence of God we have, contained in the Bible, documents or 
forms of literature which were composed at various periods extending 
over a thousand years, and which all help to bring into clearness the 
substance of the one central and continuous historical revelation of 
God, and the historical circumstances amid which it broke from stage 
to stage upon man's view. This, in itself, is an unparalleled and, to 
the sensitive soul, a most thrilling fact. The contemplation of such a 
providential guidance of scores of writers, and of the fortunes of so many 
pamphlets in their first inditement, in their preservation, in their most 
strange selection and collection, irresistibly suggests to thousands of 
the best minds that, when they are all put together into this one book, 
these writings verily deserve the name of the Book of God. 

For my part I utterly despair of ever seeing a definition of this process 
that shall include within it the varieties of providential leading which 
were all necessary to produce the result. Scarcely two writers can be 
named who claim to have received the word of God in the same way, or 
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to have written it for exactly the same purpose, or to have employed 
the same means to gather up, to arrange, and to publish their material. 
How utterly foolish it must be to attempt to set forth a theory of 
inspiration which shall bring under one category all these varieties of 
authorship and publication, preservation and collection ! But the 
astounding fact is there, which gives them all life, and makes them 
contribute to one end. Why fear that you have lost the Bible as long 
as it is certain that therein the wondrous process of the self-revelation 
of God is described ? 

But there is another stage in the doctrine of inspiration or divine 
authority of the Bible which remains to be mentioned. Those who 
speak of it as the word of God mean that it is something living, 
effectual ; that it has acted in history rather as a being of life than 
dim words of long-dead men. This means, however, that wheresoever 
this book is read the spirit of God is present with it in the heart of the 
reader. Into what soul these words enter from the cold page they 
convey, not the images of printed letters, but the awful sense of the 
divine presence and the divine truth. Without that all the earlier 
forms and stages of inspiration go for nothing. The Bible is only 
inspired, in the full and final sense of the word, if it inspires. It is 
only, according to the epistle to the Hebrews, the word of God if it is 
living and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing 
even to the dividing asunder of the soul and spirit, a discerner of the 
thoughts and intents of the heart. This is the idea of Scripture upon 
which the great prophets and thinkers have always laid such stress. 
It would be foolish, of course, to limit the inspiration or authority of 
the Bible by saying that it is inspired only because it "finds me," as 
Coleridge put it. There must be some reason why it fits and "finds" 
so many of the sons of men ; and that reason must be the divine acts 
which made it the book it is. And yet there are many thoughtful 
minds who have passed from doubt to faith, not because they had 
found a theory of Scripture, but because the Scriptures did first find 
and satisfy them with a divine power and gift. 

I have tried to indicate that the Bible is truly conceived, and its 
inspiration fully appreciated, only when it is looked at in the light of 
the three great stages outlined above. The word of God lives, moves, 
passes on from stage to stage. It is rudimentary in Abraham, more 
fully developed in the time of Isaiah, and complete only when at last 
the full revelation in " a Son " has taken effect upon the lives of men. 
Then, in the midst of the church which that revelation has created. 
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there appears this book. Strange and amazing fact, a book that has 
taken a thousand years to grow, and now acts with transcendent power 
upon the history of the human race ! It passes from language to 
language ; everywhere it rebukes and transmutes, humbles and exalts, 
crushes and inspires, comforts and ennobles men ; it has been known 
to outrun even the fleet-footed missionary, and in an Indian village 
awaken the Christian life. 

Quite evidently, as it seems to many of our day, and they not the 
least open of mind and courageous of heart, the fear of some that 
they have lost their Bible is baseless, because their reasons are irrele- 
vant. As an adequate record, which God in his providence has given 
to later generations of a revelation once for all made in a former time, 
it stands out above the storms unshaken and unshakable. As such it 
is God's message to us ; it is here, supremely active, divinely potent. 
You will have no reason to fear that you may lose your Bible when it 
has found you. 



